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Abstract
   The author discusses the evolution of sushi, “branding issues” related 
thereto, and prospects for the dish in the not too distant future.
The following is the first installment in a series of articles on Japanese food 
and beverages.
“Every culture is ‘contaminated’ by other cultures; every ‘tradition’ is a child 
of history, and history is never static” （Flandrin & Montanari 2009, p. 55）.
“Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold…” （Yeats 1920 p. 19）.
In this paper I will describe the major varieties of sushi, present a brief 
history of the dish, proffer irrefutable evidence to support Flandrin and 
Montanari’s contention as reflected in the abovementioned citation, argue 
that for concrete objectives related to business and the often nebulous goals 
of nationalism steps must be taken to help the falconer rein in the falcon, 
and speculate on future transformations that the dish is likely to experience, 
largely as the result of the depletion of fish stocks.
What most of the world calls sushi is just one variety of the dish—the 
usually hand-shaped, bite-sized servings of vingared, salted, and sweetened 
rice, wasabi dabbed, and topped with a piece of raw fish. This is known as 
“nigirizushi,” and from a historical perspective, it arrived rather late on the 
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dinner plate. Other varieties of the dish can be found on menus overseas 
（i.e., outside of Japan） and to varying degrees are popular with non-Japa-
nese diners. Makizushi—the rolled variety that is often distinguished by its 
deep green exterior, its laver encasing—is so popular that foreign variations 
have proliferated like jellyfish in climate-change-impacted seas. The most 
famous of these is the California Roll. Less well known but accessible to 
many foreign diners is chirashizushi, which bears a great resemblance to the 
nigiri variety except for the fact that it is served in a bowl or dish, the fish 
laid on top of the unsqueezed rice. There are, however, other varieties of 
sushi, some of which enjoy considerable popularity in Japan but are largely 
unknown outside of the country. Inarizushi is made by stuffing little pockets 
of deep-fried bean curd with sweetened and vingared rice, which has been 
sprinkled with sesame and poppy seeds. It is often served with pickled red 
ginger. There is also hakozushi, which the Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan 
（Tsuji 1983, p. 278） defines thus: “Hakozushi…is made by pressing the fla-
vored rice into a wooden box…; fish marinated in vinegar, shrimp, broiled 
conger, mushrooms cooked in sweetened soy sauce, and the like are arranged 
on top of the rice.”
Consonant with Flandrin and Montanari’s dictum, it is not surprising that 
what is arguably Japan’s most iconic dish has a provenance that is not 
Japanese. China is the birthplace of sushi, but few people today associate 
the Middle Kingdom with what is on the sushi train. Perhaps that is under-
standable because what is served up today in London, Sydney, New York, 
and, in almost all instances, even Tokyo bears little resemblance to the origi-
nal sushi.
According to Kodansha （Tsuji, p. 279）, sushi began in South China as a 
way to preserve fish by means of salt and fermentation. This kind of sushi is 
known as “nare-zushi,” or aged sushi, which, considering the taste, is, be-
lieve it or not, extant. The dish has a rather off-putting flavor—I have sam-
pled it—which is probably akin to the urine-scented rotten-shark dish of 
Iceland. Most Japanese have never had aged sushi, but a few devotees do 
exist.
This Chinese import, the recipe of which was intended to assure a long 
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shelf life in an age sans refrigeration and chemical preservatives, went 
through significant transformations during and after the Edo Period （1603-
1868）. It was at that time that sushi took the form that it is widely known as 
having today, and wasabi made its appearance. It was midwifed into exis-
tence by a 1686 government ban on noodle carts, which constituted a formi-
dable fire hazard to the ubiquitous wooden structures of Edo, now Tokyo. 
Furthermore, a great deal of emphasis was placed on freshness, a significant 
departure from nare-zushi, which was anything but fresh. Nevertheless, the 
sushi eaten during the Edo Period deviated from the 21st-century variety in 
two ways. First, and perhaps counterintuitively, the fish servings were about 
three times the size of those served today （Seligman 1994, p. 171）, and sec-
ond, diners did not kowtow at the throne of bluefin tuna. As a matter of fact, 
“Superfatty toro from the belly…was chucked aside for cat food” （Gadsby 
2008, p. 102）. The lucky felines lost their access to the venerable garbage 
during the Showa Era （1926-1989）, however. Gadsby attributes this to the 
American influence during the Occupation, as well as to technological 
improvements.
After World War II, partly under American influence, the Japanese 
took to eating more （and fattier） meat in general…. Better refrigera-
tion and faster transit took care of tuna’s ‘freshness’ problem.
Consumer preference for the fish, coupled with the prodigious rise of the 
Japanese economy, increased demand in Japan, which was partially filled by 
foreign suppliers.
By 1970 Japan had a yen for tuna and a trade imbalance with North 
America. The country was flooding America with electronics and other 
exports yet flying its JAL planes home with holds almost empty. Air-
line execs, looking for return freight, found North Atlantic bluefin 
swimming off eastern Canada and New England. Local fishermen con-
sidered the hulking torpedo-shaped bluefin—the largest of tunas—all 
but worthless: a sport fish caught for recreation, not for human con-
sumption…cat food （Gadsby, ibid.）.
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Eventually, people overseas, especially in major cities of the United 
States, noticed what was occurring, marketing opportunities presented them-
selves to the ambitious and foresightful, and, after some time, a demand for 
bluefin and other items on offer at the local sushi bar or supermarket materi-
alized. Demand continued to increase, and prices went up. In some ways, 
the process is similar to that of neighborhood gentrification, where slums or 
economically compromised sections of a city undergo transformations that 
cause rents to skyrocket and, accordingly, drive out the original inhabitants. 
Manhattan’s SoHo, a warehouse district in 19th- and early 20th-century New 
York and later a haven for artists who needed space but could not afford 
accommodations in other Manhattan neighborhoods offers perhaps the best 
example of this. Today, it is one of the priciest neighborhoods in a largely 
pricey city. The artists are long gone, and not surprisingly, it is a place 
replete with purveyors of sushi.
In the late 1960s sushi became available in New York City at a handful of 
Japanese restaurants. In those days demand was largely confined to Japanese 
businessmen （a primarily transient community）, a smattering of Japanese 
artists and a small number of non-Japanese who were gastronomically 
adventurous （myself included）. The restaurants served what I will call 
“orthodox” sushi, what one would expect to be served if he had been in 
Tokyo. The non-Japanese clientele appeared to be from my observations—
I have no statistics to back this up—drawn from an elite sector of the popu-
lation—well educated and/or affluent. As sushi became better known in the 
United States, variations on a culinary theme started to occur, and such cre-
ations as the aforementioned California Roll and the Swamp Roll （New 
Orleans） began to appear.
This evolution is the natural result of history not being static, to be sure, 
but it is on a deeper level a survival mechanism for the inanimate dish and 
those that prepare and sell it. In some places outside of Japan, sushi experi-
enced proletarian drift, moving from the trendsetting elite in cities like New 
York to provincial cities and backwaters. As it did so, the unfamiliar had to 
be tempered by elements of the familiar in order for the dish to secure a per-
manent place for itself on the dinner table.
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Open to innovation yet mindful of tradition, this culinary model 
would seem to strike the requisite balance between old and new. But 
incorporation into a tradition depends on the ease of conversion. The 
more foreign the foods, the more essential a translation of the exotic 
into a familiar, or at least recognizable gastronomic lexicon （Ferguson 
2010, p. 107）.
Ferguson （ibid.） asks rhetorically “Is a California Roll”…‘real’ sushi?” 
My answer is “It doesn’t matter.” To many knowledgeable sushi aficiona-
dos, real sushi today is nigirizushi or makizushi, which, as we have seen, is 
not the original, or “real,” sushi. To future sushi aficionados, our nigiri or 
maki “original” sushi may be replaced by the themes and variations of the 
21st century.
What is important for Japan as a nation and Japan Inc. is to protect the 
reputation of “brand sushi,” the progeny of changes wrought during the Edo 
and Showa eras―for Japan to assist the falconer in regaining control of his 
bird. The next line of the Yeats’ poem cited above is as follows: “Mere anar-
chy is loosed upon the world.” Some of the unconventional sushi variations 
are tasty and worthy of admiration; others are quite simply offensive. I was 
once in a “Japanese” restaurant in Louisiana in which no Japanese were 
employed. The rice used for the sushi was hard! My palate could not detect 
even vague traces of vinegar. The tuna was popped out of a can, and a per-
vasive, unpleasant sweetness permeated every piece, the result no doubt of a 
lot of sugar having been added. In Canada, at least, and there is no reason to 
assume that it is not the case in the United States, as well, the sugar level in 
sushi is three times what it is in Japan （Bethune 2007, p. 58）. Sushi anarchy 
has been loosed upon the world, and it can only spell trouble for the brand.
Even consumers are beginning to demand accountability. A recent article 
in the New York Times （Rogers 2015） relates the concerns of some students 
at Oberlin College who are accusing the college’s dining department and its 
primary dining vendor Bon Appétit Management Company “of a litany of 
offenses that range from cultural appropriation to cultural insensitivity.” 
Two of the offensive dishes cited in the article are soggy banh mi and “poorly 
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Fortunately but belatedly, the Japanese government has decided to take 
steps to ameliorate this sorry state of affairs. The fact that washoku, or tradi-
tional Japanese cuisine, has been added to UNESCO’s list of Intangible Cul-
tural Heritage makes this essential. A certification system is being set up for 
chefs engaged in the preparation of washoku. “The program will require 
would-be washoku chefs to attend some degree of training in Japan, ranging 
from a short course of a couple of days to an apprenticeship-like service of 
several years to give them a grounding in food preparation and customer 
service” （Japan Times 2016）. I do not think participants will be learning 
how to make Swamp Rolls and such.
In the final scene of the prescient, so-called “Science Fiction” film 
Soylent Green （1973）, the hero, played by Charlton Heston, utters the mem-
orable line “The oceans are dying.” He has recently learned that global fish 
stocks have been depleted to such an extent that the vast underclass, which 
constitutes the largest demographic in the United States depicted in the 
movie, has been unwittingly engaging in cannibalism, owing to their con-
sumption of a government-hyped food product, a green cracker, called 
“soylent green.” We are rapidly reaching that point today. Interested readers 
are encouraged to familiarize themselves with the important but underre-
ported work of Dr. Boris Worm of Dalhousie University, Nova Scotia, Can-
ada, which is beyond the purview of this paper. Suffice it to say, that the 
realities of a marine environment that is severely compromised will, if 
humanity values its survival, drastically alter how and what fish are harvested 
and consumed. It is almost a certainty that bluefin tuna will be off the menu 
for many years. Other fish, too, will make their exit from sushi trains so that 
they do not make their final exit from the planet. If foodways is defined as 
“the eating habits and culinary practices of a people, region, or historical 
period” （Merriam-Webster）, it would not be surprising to see the foodways 
of Japan （and of many other countries, as well） change as a result of envi-
ronmental degradation, evolve, if you will, from chicken of the sea to per-
haps chicken of the tree （squirrel） or some other creature whose population 
is not on the brink of extinction and whose husbandry does not put undue 
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stress on a planet in a precarious state of existence. It certainly beats the 
alternative.
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